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FOREWORD 

 

/ƻƳŜ Ƨƻƛƴ ǳǎ ƻƴ ŀ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅΦ  ²ŜΩǊŜ ŜƳōŀǊƪƛƴƎ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƻ ǊŜǘƘƛƴƪ ǇƻǾŜǊǘȅ ǊŜŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳƴŘ ǳǇ 

and deploy new answers.  We intend to steadily accelerate poverty reduction and move people and 

entire communities out of poverty on a large scale.  We respect the rights of people ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΩ 

self-determination ς this work must empower people to move up in ways that match their desires for 

their own lives as well as the history and fabric of their own communities.  

 

This journey is critically important for communities of color, rural communities, tribes, children and 

youth, the LGTBQ community, and middle class families at risk of falling into poverty all across 

Washington.  Some of our communities have lived with deep poverty for generations.  Many families are 

one recession away from losing their jobs and falling into poverty.  But all of these different 

communities are united in their desire to reduce poverty, escape from poverty, and never fall back into 

poverty.  Our opportunity is to capture that unity of purpose and turn it into a new approachτbroadly 

supported by many different communitiesτthat measurably accelerates poverty reduction for all 

communities. 

 

Our first steps have uncovered essential decisions, questions, and root causes.  Our course takes two 

tracks, learning and action, and we intentionally consider data and human stories, because one without 

the other leaves us with partial and potentially misleading diagnostic information.  Poverty reduction is a 

complex and consequential topic, anŘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŀƳΩǎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŀǾƻƛŘŜŘ ǎǳǇŜǊŦƛŎƛŀƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǘŀŎƪƭŜŘ 

meaningful questions that will drive results-oriented decision-making, such as:   

 

¶ Is escaping from poverty an individual endeavor, a family endeavor, a community endeavor, or 

all three? 

¶ What are the personal stories behind the data? What do people tell us about the barriers that 

keep them in poverty, the interventions that help them move out of poverty, and where they 

now stand in their journey toward self-sufficiency? 

¶ How are the solutions different for a person with a significant mental illness, a person with a 

severe addiction, a person living in a rural county with 15% unemployment, and other people 

whose pathway out of poverty is more complicated than we might at first think? 

¶ How can we account for the major impacts of family trauma, historical trauma, and racism in 

poverty? How can we unravel generations of bias that create systemic barriers to economic 

mobility?   

¶ How can poverty reduction help the economy and business community, and how might the 

business community support and promote poverty reduction? 

¶ How might the complicated web of federal, state, and local programs become a streamlined, 

user-friendly, easy-to-understand system that accelerates poverty reduction?   

¶ What can be done on the prevention side, to increase high school graduation rates, reduce 

unintended pregnancy, reduce addiction, and increase early job experience? 

¶ How might our economic development policies result in more living wage jobs that directly help 

local people escape poverty, in communities all across Washington? 
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¶ How might our education and justice systems be engaged to support the goal of reducing 

poverty?  

 

Come join us on this journey.  It is a difficult journey, demanding time, work, and deep challenges to 

long-ƘŜƭŘ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǾƛŜǿΦ  .ǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ ǿƻǊǘƘ ƛǘΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƭŜǎǎ ǇƻǾŜǊǘȅ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎΣ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƭƻŎŀƭ 

economies in every community in our state.  Come join us on a journey to a more rational and more 

humane poverty reduction system.  Together, we will steadily accelerate upward mobility out of poverty 

for all people and all communities in our great state. 

 

Sincerely,  

 

 

 

 

 

Diane Klontz 

Assistant Director, 

Community Services and 

Housing Division 

Department of Commerce 

 

 

 

Tim Probst 

Director of Workforce 

Development Initiatives 

Employment Security 

Department 

 

 

 

David Stillman 

Assistant Secretary 

Economic Services 

Administration 

Department of Social & 

Health Services
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  
 

ά¢ƘŜ ǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ DƻǾŜǊƴƻǊ LƴǎƭŜŜΩǎ tƻǾŜǊǘȅ wŜŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ²ƻǊƪƎǊƻǳǇ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀōƻǳǘ άǎƻŎƛŀƭ Řƻ-ƎƻƻŘƛƴƎέΦ ²Ŝ Ƴǳǎǘ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ 

systems that allow every person access to their full potential SO THAT the full potential of the economy can be 

realized. Poverty is a major inhibitor of that potential. Local Workforce Councils, like Pacific Mountain commit to 

helping people find jobs and advance their careers as a way out of poverty and into prosperity. It is the essence 

of our work and why I wanted to contribute to broader State efŦƻǊǘǎΦέ ~Cheryl Fambles, Poverty Reduction 

Workgroup member and Chief Executive Officer, Pacific Mountain Workforce Development Council 

 

ά²Ŝ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǘƘŀǘ ƪŜŜǇǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ōƻǘǘƻƳ ŀƴŘ ǎǘŜǊŜƻǘȅǇŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜƳŀƴŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘƻǎŜ 

affected by poverty to pull themselves up by their boot straps.  Our work recognizes that most often there are no 

straps to pull from.  Our communities want to see and feel systemic change that brings prosperity and 

opportunities for all.  We are committed to making this happŜƴΦέ ~Marisol Tapia, Poverty Reduction Workgroup 

member and Senior Programs Manager, Puget Sound Training Center 

 

DƻǾŜǊƴƻǊ LƴǎƭŜŜΩǎ tƻǾŜǊǘȅ wŜŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ²ƻǊƪƎǊƻǳǇ 

In a bold step to improve the well-being of 1.9 million Washingtonians struggling to make ends meet 

and support our kids, families, communities, and economy in reaching their full potential, Governor 

Inslee issued a directive establishing an interagency work group on poverty reduction. Co-lead by three 

agencies ς Department of Social and Health Services (DSHS), Employment Security Department (ESD), 

and Department of Commerce (COM) ς ǘƘŜ DƻǾŜǊƴƻǊΩǎ tƻǾŜǊǘȅ wŜŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ²ƻǊƪ DǊƻǳǇ όtw²Dύ is a 

constellation of state agencies, legislators, state racial and ethnic commissions, tribal and urban Indians, 

employers, workforce development councils, community-based organizations, and philanthropy.  

 

PRWG has met monthly since February 2018 to work on the development of a comprehensive strategic 

plan to reduce poverty and inequality in Washington state. The strategic plan is due to Governor Inslee 

on December мΣ нлмфΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǳǇŘŀǘŜ ƻƴ tw²DΩǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ thus far.  

 
PRWG Meeting Locations 
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Disrupting the Status Quo 

National and state efforts to reduce poverty can and must be more effective than the status quo. To 

make a meaningful reduction in poverty and inequality, Washington must change the way we do our 

work and challenge previously held assumptions. Armed with a strong commitment to a set of guiding 

principles, PRWG has organized its poverty reduction efforts in the following ways: 

 

Equity, Influence, & Community. PRWG has committed to reducing poverty in ways that will achieve 

equity for those most affected, elevating the expertise and influence of people experiencing poverty in 

the development of a strategic plan, and building stronger relationships with communities and 

stakeholders throughout the state that are essential partners for success.  PRWG has received generous 

philanthropic funding to create and sustain an organizational structure that will keep PRWG accountable 

to these principles, which includes: (1) the creation of a Steering Committee made of people with low 

incomes to guide our work; and (2) the hiring of consultants to ensure equity is built into the DNA of a 

strategic plan.  

 

Digging Deep into Root Causes. aǳŎƘ ƻŦ tw²DΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ Ƙŀǎ ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ƻƴ ŀ ŘŜŜǇ ŘƛǾŜ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ǌƻƻǘ ŎŀǳǎŜs 

of poverty. The root causes identified thus far ς a failure to recognize the history and truth of people 

most affected by poverty; values and beliefs that are influenced by history and harmful stereotypes; a 

narrative that focuses on personal rather than systemic failure; and a lack of power and influence 

among people experiencing poverty ς result in policy and program investments that are not as effective 

as they could be. These intersectional root causes support social and economic conditions that make the 

experience of poverty and inequality all too common, undermining well-being in many of the areas 

Washingtonians care about most ς education, health, economic development, child welfare, juvenile 

and criminal justice, and more.  

 
Summary of Root Causes of Poverty & Inequality 
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*Draft*  Framework. In response to the analysis of root causes, a draft framework is in development. 

Specific, concrete recommendations will bŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ȅŜŀǊ ŀǎ tw²DΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ŜǾƻƭǾŜǎΣ ōǳǘ 

in general we seek strategies that will:        

(1) Ensure a robust, fully coordinated suite of policies and programs that are informed by people 

most affected by poverty, targeted toward those who need them most, and made in partnership 

with communities; and  

(2) Result in policy and program changes that: make the cost-of-living more affordable; invest in jobs 

and benefits that provide families enough income to meet basic needs; lend adequate support when 

people need it; and ensure communities are well-equipped to care for their own residents.  

 
Next Steps: [ŜǘΩs Reduce Poverty & Inequality Together 

Poverty is not an intractable problem. Examples of successful efforts to reduce poverty exist in the U.S. 

and throughout the world. The effort is well-worth it. Reducing poverty will yield sizable returns for the 

well-being of children, families, businesses, and communities, and will accelerate progress on the results 

Washington state is trying to achieve in every area critical to our collective social and economic well-

being.  

 

²Ŝ ŎŀƴΩǘ Řƻ ƛǘ ŀƭƻƴŜΦ As PRWG continues to draft a comprehensive strategic plan to reduce poverty and 

inequality, we will be reaching out to communities and stakeholders throughout Washington state to 

develop concrete policy recommendations and build momentum for this work. And to lay a strong 

foundation for reducing poverty and inequality moving forward, we recommend policymakers support 

tw²DΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǿŀȅǎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ нлмф ƭŜƎƛǎƭŀǘƛǾŜ ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴΥ 

 

1. Aligning PRWG with the new Joint Legislative-Executive Poverty Reduction & WorkFirst 

Oversight Taskforce created under HB 1482. HB 1482 repurposes the existing Joint Legislative-

Executive WorkFirst Oversight Taskforce to broaden its scope to include poverty reduction and a 

focus on intergenerational poverty. With the creation of both PRWG and the new taskforce, 

there is strong executive and legislative accountability for reducing poverty and inequality for 

the first time in Washington state. We recommend the groups develop an agreement on how 

they will work together and leveǊŀƎŜ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘǎΦ  

 

2. Provide funding to support and sustain poverty reduction work over the long-term. PRWG 

members are committed to doing this work in collaboration with the many public and private 

stakeholders dedicated to reducing poverty, especially individuals and families most affected by 

poverty and communities throughout the state that are essential partners in this work. Toward 

that end, we are requesting funding in the 2019-21 biennial budget to sustain efforts for 

reducing poverty and inequality over the long-term.  

 

 

 

 
¢ƻ ǎǘŀȅ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘ tw²D ǿƻǊƪΣ Ǿƛǎƛǘ DƻǾŜǊƴƻǊ LƴǎƭŜŜΩǎ άLǎǎǳŜǎέ ǿŜōǇŀƎŜΥ 

https://www.governor.wa.gov/issues/issues/health-care-human-services/poverty-reduction-work-group. 
 

 

https://www.governor.wa.gov/issues/issues/health-care-human-services/poverty-reduction-work-group
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Children, families, and communities can reach their full potential when there is a foundation of 

opportunities and support beneath them. At a minimum, that foundation should allow Washingtonians 

to meet their most basic needs ς adequate food, a safe and stable home, and strong relationships. At its 

best, the system of opportunities in Washington state should build off that foundation to provide the 

building blocks every Washingtonian needs to reach their full potential in life: high quality education and 

training throughout childhood into young adulthood, a well-paying job, strong social networks, and 

living in healthy, vibrant communities. When these resources are available the benefits ripple 

throughout families and communities, and build well-being across generations.  

 

For too many Washingtonians these resources are not available, making it difficult to weather life events 

that can affect all of us ς a layoff, the loss of a loved one, or a sudden illness. Today, conservative 

estimates suggest 1.9 million1 people across our state, including over 500,000 children, ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ 

enough resources for healthy food, a stable home, or to cover utilities, let alone ǿƘŀǘΩǎ needed to 

save for a rainy day or invest in their future. That is enough people to fill over 25 stadiums the size of 

Century Link field.  

 

The results Washington state is trying to achieve in every area critical to social and economic well-being 

ς education, jobs, health, environment, economic development, child welfare, criminal justice, civic 

engagement, and more ς will not be realized when one of every four residents (26 percent) struggles to 

make ends meet. Reducing poverty is vital to progress and our collective well-being, and must take its 

rightful place as a major priority for Washington state. 

 

DƻǾŜǊƴƻǊ LƴǎƭŜŜΩǎ tƻǾŜǊǘȅ wŜŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ²ƻǊƪƎǊƻǳǇ 

άLƴ ²ŀǎƘƛƴƎǘƻƴ ǎǘŀǘŜΣ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ ƘŀƭŦ Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƭƛǾŜ ƛƴ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ŜƴŘǎ ƳŜŜǘΧǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ 

unacceptable anywhere, but especially in a state with so much prosperity. We must do whatever we can to 

ǊŜŘǳŎŜ ǇƻǾŜǊǘȅ ƛƴ ²ŀǎƘƛƴƎǘƻƴΦέ ς Governor Jay Inslee 

 

Governor Inslee formed the Poverty Reduction Workgroup (PRWG) via directive on November 6, 2017 

recognizing the ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƛƳǇǊƻǾƛƴƎ ²ŀǎƘƛƴƎǘƻƴƛŀƴǎΩ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǿŜƭƭ-being for the future 

of our state. The primary task of the workgroup is to create a comprehensive, 10-year strategic plan to 

meaningfully reduce poverty.2 The plan is due to Governor Inslee December 1, 2019. 

 

This report is the first update on the progress of PRWG and is intended to provide an overview of how 

efforts to create a comprehensive strategic plan are being informed and conducted, as well as highlight 

important next steps. While PRWG has made significant progress since its inception, our efforts remain a 

work-in-progress. It is our intent that this report be widely shared, that stakeholders provide feedback, 

and that public and private momentum for poverty reduction in Washington state will continue to grow.  

 

                                                           
1 2016 American Community Survey; share of people living below 200 percent of the federal poverty level 
2 In his Directive, Governor Inslee initially requested a strategic plan by September 1, 2018. PRWG members requested a longer 
deadline given the complexity of the task at hand, and agreed to submit a progress report with mid-course recommendations. 
We agreed to a December 1, 2019 deadline for the submission of the final strategic plan.   



5 
 

Membership & Meetings 

The workgroup ς a constellation of state agencies, legislators, state racial and ethnic commissions, tribal 

and urban Indians, employers, workforce development councils, community-based organizations, and 

philanthropy ς was formed in February 2018. In the eight meetings held since, PRWG has intentionally 

focused on: knowledge-building about the root causes and experience of poverty in communities 

throughout the state; identifying research-based and community-led solutions; and the drafting of a 

strategic framework to guide the development of a comprehensive 10-year strategic plan that not only 

reduces poverty, but promotes intergenerational well-being.  

 

Below is a summary of the meeting locations to-date.3  

 

 
 

 

Guiding Principles 

PRWG members come from a range of backgrounds with diverse expertise, and all agree that national 

and state efforts to reduce poverty can and must be more effective than the status quo. To make a 

meaningful reduction in poverty, group members are committed to changing the way we do our work 

and challenging previously held assumptions.  

 

We recognize the following beliefs and principles as essential to creating a strategic plan that will 

meaningfully reduce poverty: 

                                                           
3 aŜŜǘƛƴƎ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ƳƛƴǳǘŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƘŀƴŘƻǳǘǎΣ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƻƴ DƻǾŜǊƴƻǊ LƴǎƭŜŜΩǎ άLǎǎǳŜǎέ ǿŜōǇŀƎŜΥ 

https://www.governor.wa.gov/issues/issues/health-care-human-services/poverty-reduction-work-group 
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GUIDING PRINCIPLES 
 

The current incidence and disproportionate experience of poverty is, in large part, due to social and economic 
conditions that make it difficult for people to reach their full potential; therefore, systemic change is necessary. 
 
Obtaining a well-paying job that provides stability and peace of mind is the best protection against poverty. 
However, children and families experiencing poverty often face barriers that make it hard to find a job, and 
sometimes those barriers are large enough that stable employment is unrealistic. An effective poverty reduction 
system must recognize this reality. 
 
No one public or private entity can reduce poverty on its own; a diverse set of aligned stakeholders is needed to 
make the systemic changes required for meaningful change. 
 
A strategic plan must be developed and implemented in a way that achieves equity for those disproportionally 
experiencing poverty. This is especially true for Washingtonians of color, tribal and urban Indians, rural families, 
immigrants and refugees, children and youth, women, and people with disabilities.  
 
The expertise and influence of people experiencing poverty is essential to the creation of successful policies and 
programs. 
 
Better alignment is needed among the many stakeholders doing work to reduce poverty in their region.  
 
There are no one-size-fits-all solutions to poverty reduction; different demographic groups and communities 
require customized, targeted investments and solutions. 
 
Communities are essential partners ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜΩǎ ǇƻǾŜǊǘȅ ǊŜŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎΦ  
 
Both quantitative and qualitative data ς especially stories from those most affected ς must inform our 
recommendations. 

 

²ƘŀǘΩǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Report? 
 

The following pages begin by making a strong case for reducing poverty and inequality ς it is possible to 

achieve and would yield sizable social and economic returns for people and businesses across the state.  

 

Next, data and research are presented to demonstrate the prevalence of poverty and inequality among 

Washingtonians. To bring the data to life, stories of people that have, or are, experiencing poverty are 

woven throughout the report to show the diversity of experiences they face (see Box ά[ƛǎǘŜƴƛng to the 

9ȄǇŜǊǘǎέ).  

 

With the data and stories in mind, a deeper dive into the root causes of poverty and inequality are 

discussed. In the most basic sense, living in poverty is the result of not having enough resources to make 

ends meet. But the reasons for not having enough income are rooted in systemic conditions that 

undermine social and economic well-being. Those root causes must be addressed for a poverty 

reduction strategic plan to be successful.   
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In response to the analysis of root causes, a strategic framework to guide policy development is 

presented. This framework is reflective of key learnings thus far, but remains a work-in-progress and will 

ǾŜǊȅ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ŜǾƻƭǾŜ ŀǎ tw²DΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎŜǎΦ  

 

Finally, we present and highlight important next steps, including practical mid-course recommendations 

that would lay a strong foundation for statewide poverty and inequality reduction efforts in the near 

future.  

 

LISTENING TO THE EXPERTS 
Stories from People with Experience Living in Poverty 

The experience of poverty is not monolithic, nor are the ways people rise above it. People that have lived in 

poverty, or are currently experiencing it, come from diverse social, demographic, and geographic backgrounds, 

all of which influence the perceptions and opportunities they have to find solid ground.  

 

Throughout the report, you will find stories that bring the statistics on poverty and inequality to life, capturing 

the systemic challenges people experiencing poverty face, as well as their humanity, expertise, diversity, and 

resilience. For those no longer experiencing poverty, these accounts reveal the support systems that helped 

them along the way ς the love for their children; someone who cared and believed in them; a helping hand from 

a teacher, friend, family member, or person in the community; assistance overcoming barriers, like substance 

abuse and domestic violence; and connections to programs that helped them stabilize and find a job.  For those 

still struggling to make ends meet, stories reveal that policies and programs ς or lack thereof ς are undermining 

their opportunity to be successful.   

 

¢ƘŜǎŜ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ƻƴ ǇƻǾŜǊǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŜǉǳŀƭƛǘȅΦ CƻǊ ǘƻƻ ƭƻƴƎΣ ǘƘŜ άǇǳƭƭ ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦ ǳǇ ōȅ 

ȅƻǳǊ ƻǿƴ ōƻƻǘǎǘǊŀǇǎέ mentality has dominated our response to poverty and inequality, ignoring root causes 

and resulting in a uniform policy response effective for some, but not others, and too often exacerbating 

existing inequality.  If we want to meaningfully reduce poverty in Washington state, elevating the expertise of 

people that have, or are experiencing it, is essential.  
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EXPERT #1: NATIVE-LATINA WOMAN LIVING ON HER OWN SINCE AGE 13 
ά²ƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ǳǇ ƛƴ ǇƻǾŜǊǘȅΣ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ƎŜǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƘƛƎƘŜǎǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǊƻŎƪΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ƻǊ 

something will come along and knock you down. I had small children and I was scared.  The system 

ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŜǉǳƛǇǇŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎǎƛǎǘ ǳǎ ǿƘŜƴ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ǎŎŀǊŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƻ ǘǳǊƴΦέ 

 άLΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƻƴ Ƴȅ ƻǿƴ ǎƛƴŎŜ L ǿŀǎ моΦ !ōǳǎŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ Ƴȅ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƭŜŘ ǘƻ ƳŜ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊŜŜǘΦ  ²ƘŜn I was 20 I 

began a relationship and had two children.  By the age of 24 I was again alone after their dad left me, and I had 

to go onto public assistance ς Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF).   

 

Going to college was not an option at that time because the kids were little and TANF would only support one 

year.  I attended [school] for Medical Assistant and they used all my financial aid, including all eligible loans. 

Afterward, I ended up with limited marketable skills and loans amounting to neaǊƭȅ ϷмлΣлллΦ L ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ 

ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ǘƻ ǊŜǇŀȅΣ ǎƻ L ŦŜƭƭ ƛƴǘƻ ŘŜŦŀǳƭǘΦ  !ŦǘŜǊΣ ŜǾŜƴ ƛŦ L ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǘǘŜƴŘ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜΣ L ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŦŀǳƭǘ 

made me ineligible for any further funding. Eventually they attached the debt to my income tax (EITC) and it 

took over ten years to repay what was owed.  

 

Lƴ мфффΣ L ƳƻǾŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ƭƻǿ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ƘƻǳǎƛƴƎΦ  L ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ ǘǊƻǳōƭŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΧL ƭƻǎǘ ƻǳǊ ƭƻǿ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ 

housing and I was homeless.  I sent my children to live with their father, but I stayed outside. I was eventually 

ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ {ƻƭƛŘ DǊƻǳƴŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ƳŜ ǘƻ ǎǘŀȅ ŀǘ .ǊƻŀŘǾƛŜǿΧL ǿŀǎ ǎƻ ƘŀǇǇȅΣ Ƴȅ ƪƛŘǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ 

ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ōŀǘƘΧǿŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜŘ ōǳǘ ŜǾŜƴǘǳŀƭƭȅ Ǝƻǘ ƛƴǘƻ IƛƎƘǇƻƛƴǘΣ ƭƻǿ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ƘƻǳǎƛƴƎ ƛƴ ²ƘƛǘŜ /ŜƴǘŜǊΦ  ώ.ǳǘϐ 

during this time, I witnessed ŀƴ ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜΧǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǇŜǘǊŀǘƻǊ ǘǳǊƴŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ŀƴƎŜǊ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ƳŜ ŀƴŘ 

my children and it caused issues with the management.  As a result I lost my housing again.   

 

I began to do volunteer work with the Highpoint School and the PTA.  I also did a lot of outreach with the local 

kids and would often provide food and shelter for them.  I returned to Solid Ground and they helped me to find 

ŀƴ ŀǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ōǳǘ L ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ŀ Ƨƻō ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǎƛȄ ƳƻƴǘƘǎΦ  L ǘƻƻƪ ŀƴȅ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ƧƻōΧǿŀǊŜƘƻǳǎŜΣ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊȅ ŘǊƛǾŜǊΣ 

otherǎΦ  Lǘ ǿŀǎ ƭƻƴƎ ƘƻǳǊǎΦ  9ǾŜƴǘǳŀƭƭȅΣ L ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ {ǘŀǘŜǿƛŘŜ tƻǾŜǊǘȅ !Ŏǘƛƻƴ bŜǘǿƻǊƪΧL ōŜŎŀƳŜ ŀǿŀǊŜ 

of the many people living in poverty and wanted to volunteer for everything. As time progressed, I decided that 

working in a non-profit was my path to give back to others and do work that I felt passionate about.   

 

I continue to struggle.  I am still in poverty.  I only work 15 hours a week and I have no medical.  I receive sick 

leave.  I survive on less than $700 a month and I do other work like childcare to try to make ends meet.  I have 

grandchildren and I have been able to share and inspire them to speak up, follow your heart, and that you can 

Řƻ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ȅƻǳ ŎƘƻƻǎŜ ǘƻ Řƻ ƛƴ ƭƛŦŜΦ LΩŘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŀƴŘ Ǝŀƛƴ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ŦƻǊ ƎƻƻŘ ŜƳǇƭƻyment.   

 

L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ ǿŀȅ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǇƻǾŜǊǘȅΦ  ²ƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ǳǇ ƛƴ ǇƻǾŜǊǘȅΣ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ƎŜǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƘƛƎƘŜǎǘ ƻƴ 

the rock, and then someone or something will come along and knock you down. I try and focus on the good 

things but it is overwhelming tƻ ōǊŜŀƪ ŦǊŜŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǘŀƴŘ ƻƴ ȅƻǳǊ ƻǿƴΦ  LΩǾŜ ƘŀŘ ƭƻǘǎ ƻŦ ƧƻōǎΣ ōǳǘ ƴƻƴŜ ǘƘŀǘ L ŎƻǳƭŘ 

live off of. I had small children and I was scared.  The system should be equipped to assist us when we are scared 

ŀƴŘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƻ ǘǳǊƴΦέ 

 

EXPERT #2: BLACK MALE REFUGEE BUILDING A NEW LIFE IN THE PACIFIC NW 
άOnce they had helped me learn enough English to communicate on my own I was able to find a job, 

ǿƘƛŎƘ L ǎǘƛƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻŘŀȅΦ L ŀƳ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ Ǉŀȅ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ōƛƭƭǎΧōǳǘ L ǎǘƛƭƭ ŦŜŜƭ ǳƴǎǘŀōƭŜΦϦ 

"I arrived confused and anxious from Congo. It wasn't until my case manager helped me with interpretation that 

I was able to find health insurance and learn how to navigate the area using public transportation. Once they 

helped me learn enough English to communicate on my own, I was able to find a job, which I still have today. I 

am able to pay all of my bills, but because of my limited English and the size of my family, I still feel unstable. 
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FOUR REASONS WHY WE SHOULD REDUCE POVERTY & INEQUALITY 

w9!{hb ІмΥ LǘΩǎ Possible  
While reducing poverty and income inequality in the current economic context may seem daunting, it is 

entirely possible and has been done in the United States and throughout the world. The U.S. significantly 

cut poverty between 1959 and 1969 through investments made during the War on Poverty.4  In Western 

Europe, many nations sizably reduced poverty through a combination of employment programs, 

education, economic growth, and social benefit programs. In South America, Chile has accomplished 

unusually rapid poverty reduction, cutting in half over 10 years.5  Around the world, over one billion 

people moved out of extreme poverty between 1990 to 2013.6 What these efforts have in common is a 

commitment to a shared goal of reducing poverty and investing resources to make it happen.  

 

REASON #2: Large Return on Investment  
Intentional efforts to reduce poverty can yield significant returns for our collective well-being. Childhood 

poverty costs the U.S. economy over $1 trillion per year due to the loss of economic productivity in 

adulthood, increased health and crime costs, and increased costs associated with child homelessness 

and maltreatment.7 For every dollar spent on reducing childhood poverty, it is estimated the country 

would save at least seven dollars.8 Investing in equity yields considerable returns as well. In 2015, the 

economy in Washington state would have been nearly $40 billion stronger if poverty were reduced and 

racial disparities in income were eliminated.9 

 

 

                                                           
4 https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2012/07/11/poverty-in-the-50-years-since-the-other-america-in-five-
charts/?utm_term=.866db1a3d5de 
5 https://www.economist.com/briefing/2007/08/16/destitute-no-more 
6 http://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/poverty/overview 
7 Michael McLaughlin and Mark R Rank (2018) Estimating the Economic Cost of Childhood Poverty in the United States. Social 
Work Research, v42(2); 73ς8 
8 Michael McLaughlin and Mark R Rank (2018) Estimating the Economic Cost of Childhood Poverty in the United States. Social 
Work Research, v42(2); 73ς8 
9 National Equity Atlas (2018) downloaded at http://nationalequityatlas.org/data-summaries/Washington/ 

http://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/poverty/overview
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REASON #3: It Will Improve the Well-Being of Children, Families, & Communities 
In Washington state today, there are 1.9 million Washingtonians (26 percent)10 that struggle to make 

ends meet. Rates of economic hardship remain stubbornly high, especially among children (Figure 1), 

and the experience of poverty is not equal (Figure 2). Children and youth, people of color, women, 

people with disabilities, seniors over the age of 75, single parents, immigrants, and rural residents 

experience the highest rates of poverty. 

 

Such a critical mass of people struggling to get by undermines the ability of children, families, and 

communities to reach their full potential. No matter the indicator of well-being ςeducation, health, 

involvement with the criminal justice or child welfare system, and more ς people experiencing poverty 

have worse outcomes than their more financially secure peers.  When compounded by our national and 

state history of oppression and discrimination, these social and economic conditions make for deeply 

unequal outcomes with intergenerational consequences for families. Reducing poverty and inequality is 

one of the most effective investments we can make to improve well-being for children, families, 

communities, and our economy.  

 

Figure 1  

 
 

 

                                                           
10 2017 American Community Survey data; reflects the percentage of people living below 200% federal poverty line 
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Figure 2 

 
 

REASON #4: LǘΩǎ DƻƻŘ ŦƻǊ .ǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ 

A well-educated, well-trained workforce is the cornerstone of a vibrant business community and an 

essential economic development strategy. Many jobs today require at least some college or an 

ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜŘ ŘŜƎǊŜŜΣ ŀƴŘ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŀ ƘŀǊŘ ǘƛƳŜ ŦƛƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ άǎƪƛƭƭǎ ƎŀǇέ ŦƻǊ ƳƛŘ-level 

manager positions, and many of the technology and vocational jobs that require a BŀŎƘŜƭƻǊΩǎ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ ƻǊ 

higher (Figure 3).  

 

Washingtonians that graduate high school and obtain some post-secondary training are less likely to 

experience poverty and more likely to have the skills employers need ς a win-win for communities and 

businesses. Investments in education from early learning through apprenticeship and higher education 

are powerful anti-poverty strategies. High quality early learning and expanding apprenticeship are  

increasingly recognized as an essential workforce development strategies,11 while obtaining a BŀŎƘŜƭƻǊΩǎ 

degree drastically reduces disparities for Washingtonians experiencing deep poverty, even among 

single-parent households (Figure 4).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
11 The Heckman Equation available at https://heckmanequation.org/resource/invest-in-early-childhood-development-reduce-
deficits-strengthen-the-economy/ 
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Figure 3 

 
 

Figure 4 

  

Source: Washington Student Achievement Council, Washing State Board for Community & Technical Colleges, and Workforce Training and 
Education Coordinating Board (2017) A Skilled and Educated Workforce 2017  


